The nature and limits of terror during Nazi rule in Germany are the subject of ongoing historical debate. One of the more elusive forms of terror utilized by the Nazi regime against its own citizens was that of family liability punishment. Family liability punishment -or Sippenhaft -involved the families of racially acceptable individuals, considered to have acted against the state, being punished for the crime of their relative. In many ways Sippenhaft was the materialization of a key component of Nazi ideology -namely blood. In Nazi Germany blood was used as an evocative symbol of the 'purity of the race' but also 'took on a politically productive but imprecise range of associations'.
1 One manifestation of this was embracing the medieval principle of collective punishment against the clan and the 'blood guilt' of a family. In Nazi terms shared 'guilt' through blood justified their anti-Semitic policies. Against racial Germans, Sippenhaft was threatened against family members for crimes ranging from treason to desertion and cowardice on the battlefield, but was also utilized against various forms of non-compliance. As such, its use represented the application of Nazi beliefs, as well as signalling their departure from modern concepts of justice and the rule of law. Yet, for all the fear and intimidation it created throughout the Third Reich, Sippenhaft remained a vague and un-codified threat. This book shows the means by which the Nazis tried to inflict this punishment and how effectively various local authorities accepted and implemented different forms of Sippenhaft .
Threats and actions taken against innocent people are recognized as a core component of state-orchestrated terror.
2 In modern times, reprisals by regimes in various countries against families have defined their terroristic nature. In Stalinist Russia the practice of family punishment reached a level of codification and widespread adoption not Introduction: Sippenhaft , Terror and Fear: The Historiography of the Nazi Terror State seen elsewhere in a modern state.
3 Golfo Alexopoulos argues that it was this particular aspect of Stalinist terror that made political repression in Russia a truly mass phenomenon. 4 Due to the codification and the rigour with which family punishment was applied, Alexopoulos has been able to determine that Soviet terror was highly gendered and cyclical in nature. She also revealed how 'personal networks' were a core to the terror.
5 A similar set of conditions can be identified in Nazi Germany, although without the same level of codification. Personal networks were a feature of the Nazi terror, but family punishment was mainly focused on political enemies and was mostly targeted towards males. This book argues that the main difference between a codified system in Stalinist Russia and a decentralized one in Nazi Germany was that the Nazi ideological underpinning of 'blood' permeated German society. This made up for a lack of codification, thereby making racial suspicions an important consideration in the application of Sippenhaft . In addition, the vagaries of what exactly Sippenhaft meant also allowed it to be applied in different situations and by a range of agencies.
This book makes an important contribution to the understanding of Nazi state power and the use of terror in Nazi society. The traditionally perceived instrument of terror in Nazi Germany, the Gestapo, is now regarded to have been focused mainly only on selected enemies and did not pose a threat to the majority of the population. However, a more nuanced understanding of terror in the Third Reich suggests that varieties of terror were threatened and inflicted against a wider selection of the population by a range of agencies. This created a climate of fear that was increasingly exploited until the end of the war. Despite opportunities, the Nazis refused to codify Sippenhaft until the very last months of the war, and even then, the methods used were largely impractical. Instead, the Nazi leadership preferred to leave its use chiefly in the hands of local authorities, who employed it when they saw fit. This created a situation where local authorities each implemented their own version and in so doing, generated a fear of its application. Threats to families were issued by a variety of agencies ranging from the rank and file of the party, local administrators, labour service and the military, based on minimal central direction. Occasions when it was used also reflect times of crisis for the Nazi dictatorship. In 1933/4, a fear and awareness of Sippenhaft amongst the German population was established due to its extensive use against political enemies, such as communist, socialist and union leaders and their families; particularly in instances where those suspected of anti-state activity had managed to flee Germany. However, with the stabilization of the regime after 1934 and the 'legalization' of
